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‘Face’ and psychological processes of laid-off workers in transitional 
China
Bingxin Wang1, Kenneth Mark Greenwood2,3
Abstract
Objective: The objective was to explore the psychological experiences of laid-off workers in 
contemporary transitional China and to formulate a theoretical model of these.
Methods: In-depth interviews of 26 laid-off workers were conducted and analysed using 
grounded theory techniques.
Results: Four themes underline the psychological processes of these laid-off workers – feeling 
of loss, feeling of physical pain, feeling of fatalism, and final acceptance. These are characterized 
by Chinese culture and its philosophy – feeling of loss is dominated by their loss of face (diu mi-
anzi), physical pain is a somatization of their mental painfulness, their fatalism is traced back to 
the Chinese ancient theocratic concept of Tian Ming, and their acceptance of reality to their final 
making face (zheng mianzi) is sourced from both Confucianism and Daoism.
Conclusion: The psychological experience of laid-off workers (or unemployed workers) is 
likely to have varied manifestations in different cultural contexts. The psychological processes 
of Chinese laid-off workers (or unemployed workers) might be different from those of laid-off 
workers in Western countries. A therapeutic intervention to cater for the needs of laid-off workers 
derived from the four themes might be effective.
Keywords: laid-off workers; unemployed workers; state-owned enterprises;  psychological 
process; China
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Introduction
China’s economy has achieved remarkable pro-
gress in the more than 30 years since economic 
reform started in 1978. However, the economic 
reform process, particularly the restructuring 
of state-owned enterprises (SOEs), inevitably 
marginalized state workers once the leading 
class known as the ‘masters of socialist China’ 
were laid off and dropped from the top class 
to the bottom of China’s new social class [1]. 
As a consequence of xiagang (‘layoff’) and 
breaking their ‘iron rice-bowl,’ they became 
the lowest social class, the 10th class in 
China, according to Lu’s new categorization 
of social class into 10 groups [2]. ‘Laid-off 
workers’ are unemployed workers with a dis-
tinct Chinese characteristic; they lost their 
jobs, but kept a legal link with their enter-
prises [1]. According to the Chinese Ministry 
of Labor and Social Security [3], the term 
‘laid-off workers’ refers to those permanent 
workers (not including those temporary con-
tract workers recruited from rural areas) who 
have been laid off from their working posts 
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because of the production and managerial imperatives of the 
SOEs but whose labor contracts with the enterprises have not 
been terminated and who have not found another job yet. ‘Laid 
off,’ in this context, does not, technically, mean ‘sacked’ [4]. 
In China the xiagang problem became a national crisis. Lei [5] 
pointed out that 25.5 million workers were laid off from SOEs 
between 1997 and 2003 [6, 7]. The xiagang issue brought not 
only financial problems but also psychological problems for 
laid-off workers.
An understanding of the psychological impact of layoff 
and unemployment on individuals is critical not only for 
understanding laid-off workers’ mentality and their needs, 
but more importantly it has significant implications for under-
standing the psychological experience of the current unem-
ployed population in China and in the construction of fruitful, 
support programs. Chinese researchers did look, in the 1990s, 
at the problem of unemployed workers and their psychologi-
cal experiences [8–11]. However, only a few researchers have 
explored the psychological processes the laid-off workers 
experienced.
This article explores the psychological processes Chinese 
laid-off workers experienced during China’s contemporary, 
transitional, economic reform through a close and thorough 
study of their psychological transitional cycle. Using grounded 
theory, we formulated one primary question: What were the 
psychological processes experienced by the laid-off workers?
Literature review
Psychological impact of unemployment in the 
 Western world
In the Western world, there is a wealth of literature reveal-
ing the psychological impact of unemployment. The literature 
indicates that the unemployed are likely to suffer from  anxiety, 
depression, somatization, hostility, paranoia, loss of confi-
dence, reduction in self-esteem, poor cognitive performance, 
loss of motivation, learned helplessness, low happiness, sui-
cidal ideation, low levels of coping, and behavioral problems 
[12–15]. For instance, Seligman and Maier [12] believe that 
unemployment leaves an individual with a feeling of help-
lessness. This feeling of helplessness reduces the individual’s 
motivation to initiate voluntary responses likely to control or 
reverse the undesirable outcome.
A number of models [16–20] of the psychological transition 
cycle of people who have become unemployed have been devel-
oped to explain the negative consequences of unemployment. 
The most influential description of the stages people go through 
following unemployment is usually attributed to Eisenberg and 
Lazarsfeld [16]. Their model has been described as the ‘three-
stages model.’ The first stage is shock, the second is distress, and 
the third is fatalism. In the first stage, the unemployed person is 
shocked by his or her unemployment. This is generally followed 
by an active hunt for a job, during which the individual is still 
optimistic, rather than resigned; the person still maintains an 
unbroken attitude. When all efforts have failed, the second stage 
arrives. During this stage, the individual becomes pessimistic 
and anxious, and suffers active distress. This is the most cru-
cial stage of the three, the transition or intermediate stage. It is 
commonly followed by the third stage, in which the individual 
becomes fatalistic and adapts himself or herself to his or her 
new state. The person now has what Eisenberg and Lazarsfeld 
[16] described in the 1930s as “a broken attitude.”
In the 1940s, Selye [17] included three phases in his model 
of human stress, which he called the “general adaption syn-
drome.” The three phases were alarm, resistance, and exhaus-
tion. He also specified each phase physiologically. The alarm 
phase involved adrenal enlargement, the resistance phase 
involved thymicolymphatic shrinkage, and the exhaustion 
phase involved gastrointestinal disease.
In the 1960s, Fink [18] presented his sequential theoretical 
model. He divided the experience of the unemployed into four 
sequential phases: (1) shock, the period of initial psychological 
impact; (2) defensive retreat, the period during which the indi-
vidual defends himself or herself against the implications of 
the crisis; (3) acknowledgment, the period when the individual 
faces the realities of the crisis; and (4) adaption, the period dur-
ing which the individual actively copes with the situation in a 
constructive manner.
In the 1970s, Jahoda [19] elaborated the psychologi-
cal experience of the unemployed as involving an immedi-
ate shock effect in the initial phase, followed by a period of 
constructive adaption in which the unemployed person would 
actively look for job opportunities (some people even enjoyed 
their free time), ending in despair and apathy attributed to the 
failure of all his or her efforts.
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In the 1980s, Hayes and Nutman [20] described the psy-
chological transition of the unemployed as consisting of three 
stages, which included four phases. The first stage contains 
the initial phase of shock and immobilization, and the phase 
of renewed hope, optimism, and minimization. The second 
stage involves a mixture of long-term optimism, identity crisis 
accompanied by depression, and withdrawal. The third stage 
is described as ‘readjustment.’
The most recent research to test the states of mind of laid-
off workers was done by Benton [21]. He studied 139 laid-off 
workers and found that the laid-off workers provided “‘shock 
and anger’ as the leading emotional descriptors, adding 
‘a sense of betrayal’ as the third leading descriptor of their 
thoughts” [21].
Even though the models described above, which include 
stages, phases, and processes to describe the psychological 
consequences of the unemployed, have some similarities, they 
also differ to some extent. The staged nature of the models 
has been criticized by some Western researchers [22], whereas 
others argue that some form of a staged account best describes 
the impact of unemployment [23].
Given the lack of consistency, there is, therefore, a need 
for further exploration. Moreover, most of this work has been 
conducted in Western countries and may not be relevant in an 
Asian country, such as China.
Psychological impact of layoffs in China
The psychological impacts of layoffs were first described in 
the 1990s in China by researchers such as Zhang [8], Chen 
et al. [9], Li and Zhang [10], Guo [24], Xu et al. [25], Mok 
et al. [26], Wu [11], and Wang and Greenwood [4].
Zhang [8] describes the mentality of laid-off workers as 
involving a lack of self-confidence, distress, and a tendency 
to despair. These characteristics have a lot in common with 
stages 2 and 3 of the Eisenberg–Lazarsfeld model. On the 
basis of a psychological survey in Beijing SOEs, he asserted 
that laid-off workers lack self-confidence in the initial period 
of their layoff, which gives way to a period of distress, before 
finally resulting in a state of despair. Li and Zhang [10] stated 
that “loss of identity, belonging and feeling lonely, helpless and 
insecure in their community are the symptoms of psychologi-
cal problems of the laid-off workers in China.” They noted that 
the feeling of helplessness is very detrimental as it undermines 
the motivation of laid-off workers to search for employment 
and reduces their motivation to acquire new skills for reem-
ployment. Mok et al. [26] added that older laid-off workers 
feel a very strong sense of betrayal by the Chinese Communist 
Party.
Xu et al. [25] studied suicidal ideation and its related risk 
factors in laid-off workers in Changsha, China. Using clus-
ter sampling, they surveyed 675 laid-off workers from six 
factories. They found that 23.4% of laid-off workers reported 
having had thoughts of suicide, 4.6% had actually planned 
to commit suicide or thought of an exact method for doing 
so, and 2.8% had actively attempted suicide after being laid 
off. As to the factors related to laid-off workers’ attitudes to 
suicide, the researchers stated that psychological deteriora-
tion, traumatic loss of income, little social support, and low 
educational attainment were the main factors correlated with 
tendencies to consider or actually attempt suicide.
Guo [24] divided laid-off workers into three types on the 
basis of his research: the lost type, the complaining type, and the 
positive type. Here the ‘lost type’ refers to those laid-off workers 
with dramatically decreased income after being laid off, who 
felt ‘lost’ because they had lost their self-confidence with the 
loss of their job and income and were scared of being looked 
down on by others. The ‘complaining type’ refers to those with 
the mindset that they had been treated unfairly by their work 
unit, who complained about their work unit leaders, blaming 
those leaders as being responsible for the destruction of their 
company and their good life. The ‘positive type’ refers to those 
with a positive attitude toward being laid off, who were actively 
looking for job opportunities. Guo failed to go further to explore 
the relationship and transition among the three types. Such ste-
reotyping of people may be misleading, as it seems possible that 
individuals may move between the three types over time.
Wu [11] articulated the psychological experience of laid-
off Chinese workers as involving three stages: the initial stage, 
an acceptance stage, and a looking for job stage. The initial 
stage was characterized by the laid-off workers’ feeling of los-
ing face (diu lian), low self-esteem, self-pity, and loss of secu-
rity. He failed to describe the characteristics of the acceptance 
stage, mentioning only that the workers realized that they had 
to accept the cruel reality of survival that faced them. Nor did 
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he provide the characteristics of the third stage. He assumed 
that laid-off workers would look for jobs after they have 
accepted reality. Therefore, he did not provide any evidence 
for his articulation of his three-stage model. Even though he 
described losing face (diu lian) as one of the feelings the work-
ers initially experienced after being laid off, he did not elabo-
rate on the reasons underlying their experience.
The China Labor Consulting Network [27] also stated that 
losing face (diu lian) was one of the psychological experiences 
of Chinese laid-off workers. The authors of this article have 
concluded that losing face (diu lian) might be a unique psy-
chological experience of Chinese laid-off workers, because no 
literature in the West has documented losing face as one of the 
psychological experiences of the unemployed. The research of 
Wang and Greenwood [4] also indicated that economic poverty 
of laid-off workers would cause them psychological stress. The 
research also proved that losing face (diu lian) might be a unique 
psychological experience of Chinese laid-off workers, through 
their exploration of psychological response, which contained 
positive and negative sides, to layoff in contemporary China. 
However, they did not elaborate the point in detail. This will be 
one of the major questions the current research will investigate.
Theoretical perspective on ‘face’
The concept of face is fundamentally important for under-
standing social interaction in Chinese society [28, 29]. For the 
Chinese, the influence of face is so salient that it is an integral 
part of their social network and social milieu at large. Wilhelm 
[30] was the first author to trace the cultural origin of the 
Chinese concept of face in the Western world. He found that 
Confucianism taught Chinese people to strive for two types of 
character – namely, working to maintain face or face loving (ai 
mianzi) and striving to accept one’s fate or having no way (mei 
fazi). ‘Face’ is an individual’s public image obtained through 
self-evaluation in a given social situation [31]. As it is an indi-
vidual’s self-identification in the given social situation, it also 
refers to a person’s self-identity, as well as social identity [32]. 
From the social psychology perspective, ‘face’ is defined as an 
individual’s situated identity, or identity in a particular social 
situation. However, Earley [32] defined ‘face’ as the evaluation 
of self based on internal and external (to the individual) judg-
ments concerning a person’s adherence to morals of conduct 
and position within a given social structure. Thus, face is not 
simply a product of self-perceptions, or a result of external 
evaluators’ perceptions alone [33]. It is a combination of both.
In Chinese culture, ‘face’ can refer to two related con-
cepts: lian and mianzi. According to Hu [34], the internalized 
standards of society concerning moral conduct are referred to 
as lian, and the status and prestige a person holds is mianzi. 
‘Face’ can also be defined as an individual’s contingent self-
esteem [35]. It can be lost, maintained, or increased. ‘Face’ 
can be divided into moral face and social face. ‘Moral face’ 
refers to the social evaluation of an individual’s moral charac-
ter; it is the fundamental integrity of an individual’s personal-
ity. ‘Social face’ refers to an individual’s status in the eyes of 
themselves and others, achieved by one’s talent, ability, hard 
work, and family relationships [36]. It is a reflection of an indi-
vidual’s struggle for self-definition and positioning relative to 
others in society. It is an integral part of the daily activity and 
official functions of the Chinese people [37].
Although Chinese concepts of ‘face’ have been explored by 
both Western and Chinese researchers from the perspective of 
Chinese culture, and loss of face has been mentioned by a few 
Chinese researchers while elaborating Chinese laid-off work-
ers’ psychological experience, little research has been done 
to explore how the psychological transition cycle of Chinese 
laid-off workers is influenced by their concept of face. In this 
article we endeavor to achieve this goal.
Methods
To explore the psychological processes of laid-off workers in 
contemporary China, a grounded-theory-based method was 
used. This qualitative research approach is characterized by 
its explorative nature. It is used to understand lived experi-
ences and search for answers to questions rather than to test 
a hypothesis against a particular sample [38]. The procedure 
of grounded- theory-based analysis includes the construction of 
analytic codes, the construction of categories from data, and 
the development of theory [39–41]. The constant comparison 
method was used during the analysis, involving memo writing 
to elaborate categories and define the relationships between 
these categories [39].
This inductive approach provides the researcher with an 
appropriate tool to explore participants’ experiences of the 
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phenomenon and the meanings attributed to these experiences, 
helping the researcher to construct a conceptual framework [40]. 
The conceptual framework, or theory, is closely connected to the 
reality of the individual being studied [41]. Therefore, we used 
this method to achieve the desired outcome of understanding the 
lived psychological experiences of laid-off workers in China.
City and participants
To focus this research on a manageable case study, a mid-
sized city close to Beijing in northern China was chosen. It is 
a military and heavy industrial city and, therefore, was mark-
edly influenced by China’s reform of SOEs. According to the 
City Bureau of Labor and Social Security [42], in 2002 the 
total number of workers in the labor force (including those 
employed by SOEs and collectively owned enterprises) in the 
metropolitan city was 370,000. The total number of laid-off 
workers was 77,103, among which the registered number of 
workers laid off by SOEs was 54,960, whereas those laid off 
from collectively owned enterprises numbered 22,143. Thus, 
according to the official statistics [42], 20.83% of the total 
number of workers had been laid off. The actual percentage 
could be much higher. Because of the collapse of collectively 
owned enterprises and the layoff of a large numbers of work-
ers, the average income of the urban citizens was lower, and 
the economy of the city was relatively worse.
Twenty-six (13 female and 13 male) laid-off workers were 
recruited and interviewed. These interviewees were carefully 
selected to ensure a reasonable cross section of laid-off work-
ers. For example, their ages ranged from 25 to 55 years, and 
the ratio between men and women was 1:1. Another inclusion 
criterion was to find people who were capable of providing 
rich information. For the purpose of getting information-rich 
people to be interviewees, we adopted the methods of pur-
poseful, snowball, or chain sampling. By using these  methods, 
we  gradually built up our social connections with the 
 information-rich laid-off workers.
Procedure
Participants were briefed on their rights in the study in detail. 
Their participation in the study was voluntary. They had the 
right to withdraw from the study at any time. To obtain the true 
psychological experience of laid-off workers, an open-ended 
question was developed: What were the psychological pro-
cesses experienced by the laid-off workers? Each interview 
began with the open question: “Could you tell me the psycho-
logical processes experienced by you after you were laid off? 
In other words, how would you describe your own experience 
of your psychological journey after layoff?” Then the laid-off 
workers were invited to “describe their own experience of the 
psychological processes.” We always remained flexible and 
receptive to participants’ emergent responses [43].
The interviews were undertaken either at the home of one 
of the authors (Bingxin Wang; at the time of data collection, 
she was a PhD candidate) of this article or at the workplace of 
the interviewees. Every time, before we met our interviewees, 
we telephoned them first to discuss with them the interview 
venue and the time which was suitable for them. If they were 
willing to come to the home of first author of this article, we 
prepared tea, soft drinks, and small snacks for them to make 
the interview environment more comfortable for them. If they 
invited us to their homes, we were always willing to go.
The duration of the interviews ranged from 2 to 4 hours 
depending on the availability of the interviewees and their 
interest in providing relevant information, and the frequency 
and duration of the interruptions that occurred during the 
interviews.
With the consent of the interviewees, we recorded the 
interviews for later transcription. One of the authors also took 
notes during the interview to record things that could not be 
recorded – for example, the facial expressions of the interview-
ees. To encourage the interviewees to speak their minds, we 
translated the interview questions into the local dialect. The 
interviewees realized that we were not strangers, but were peo-
ple who could speak their language.
Not all of the interviewees agreed to have their interview 
recorded. They were anxious about the possibility that their 
recorded remarks might be heard by someone else. To respect 
the rights of the interviewees and make them feel comfort-
able, in these circumstances one of the authors took notes. 
We use pseudonyms in this article to protect the privacy of 
the interviewees. The transcripts were translated by a quali-
fied translator. All the transcripts, including quotations, 
were checked by an independent auditor using the method of 
back-translation.
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Data coding and analysis
During the thematic analysis, the two researchers indepen-
dently coded transcripts translated into English (or notes taken 
during the interview) independently. We formed categories 
using the constant-comparative technique and expanded and 
revised them accordingly [39–41]. The two sets of results were 
compared to increase reliability, and a final set of themes that 
both researchers agreed on was used in the analysis.
Results
Thematic analysis
The interview data were processed by means of the construc-
tion of themes to help gain insight into the interview data. The 
following four main themes, summarized in Table 1, emerged 
after the 26 laid-off workers had been interviewed.
Nearly all of the interviewees said that their first 
response to being laid off involved losing face (diu mainzi). 
Accompanying loss of face, a series of psychological feelings 
of loss were experienced by them. The interviewees said that 
being laid off made them lose face and they felt shameful and 
unable even to confront their families, friends, and neighbors. 
Their prestigious position as ‘the masters of the country’ was 
lost in their own eyes, and, they believed, in the eyes of their 
friends and neighbors and family members. The strong feel-
ing of losing face extended from themselves to their children. 
They enclosed themselves in their own world of distress, 
without much communication with the outside world. For 
example:
I felt I had no face to meet my families, friends, neighbors 
after being laid off. As our Chinese often said “people 
live for their faces, and trees live for their bark.” I was a 
face loving person. After being laid off, I felt I have lost 
my face. I felt I was shameful and inferior to my friends. 
Therefore, I tried to avoid seeing them. I did not want to 
meet people and talk with them as I lost my face with los-
ing my job. I trapped myself at home and the only thing 
that I did was smoking … smoking … smoking, and I tried 
to smoke all my anger and distress out of my heart …. 
What made me very shameful was that my daughter felt 
she lost face in front of her classmates due to my layoff. 
(Li Ming, 48 years old, male, married; p. 1, para. 1) 
Another interviewee expressed:
As you know I worked in the SOE for 25 years, like all 
the workers in China, I enjoyed the high social position 
of ‘master of socialist society.’ I took the SOE as my 
home and I worked very hard, so all these years I held 
the award of ‘Excellent Worker,’ which means that my 
performance was very good. However, I was laid off like 
so many other SOE workers. All my past glory became as 
nothing. I felt that I had been destroyed by the layoff. My 
face has been totally taken away. (Zhang Hui, 50 years 
old, female, widow; p. 3, para. 1)
A second theme related to feelings of physical pain. Most inter-
viewees said that they could not sleep at night after being laid off, 
they felt pain in the heart, xin fan, or pain in the head, tou tong, 
or stomach ache, wei tong, or back pain, bei tong. For example:
I could not sleep at night after being laid off. At night I could 
not help thinking how I would feed my family without an 
income from my work unit. I have a daughter to support to go 
to school and an old mother to look after. I started to worry 
about the basic living conditions of the family. I said to myself 
“I could go hungry but I would not let my daughter and my 
mother go hungry.” My mind was trapped into the miserable 
thought the whole might. I felt my heart was vexed and pain-
ful, my head was painful, my stomach as painful, my back 
was painful, and my whole body was painful. I had to get up 
from bed at night. I started to smoke. As you know, cigarettes 
are not medicine and have no power to cure the painfulness 
which I suffered. Too much smoke made my chest terribly 
painful. (Li Ming, 48 years old, male, married; p. 1, para. 1)
The third theme to emerge was a sense of fatalism and losing 
hope for the future. Nearly half of the interviewees stated that 
they were very disappointed with their being laid off. They 
felt that their future was hopeless because they were born at 
the wrong time and bad luck had followed them since the time 
when they were born. Even though they put a lot of effort into 
job hunting, they could not find a job. They started to feel help-
less and pessimistic. Some of them even had thoughts of com-
mitting suicide. For example:
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Table1. Summary of the main themes
Category  Category 
Feeling of loss (starting from 
losing face)
 Loss of face, diu lian (or mianzi) (feeling of being inferior to others, loss of social circle, friends, 
and even family members)
Loss of self-esteem, self-confidence, and morale, shiqu zixin, zizun, he douzhi (feeling tired and 
having no energy to do any work)
Loss of sense of identity, shiqu guishu gan (feeling of belonging nowhere in society);
Loss of pleasure in activities, including hobbies, and interest in life (shiqu shenhuo lequ)
Loss of heath, including loss of energy, sleep at night, and appetite for food (shiqu jiankang, 
baokuo fali, shimian, he shiyu)
Loss of patience, calmness, and good temperament (shiqu pinghe, naixin, haopiqi) (feeling worried, 
angry, and resentful, but having no appropriate person and place to direct anger toward. Destruction 
of family relationships, effects on the next generation)
Loss of trust, shiqu xinren (feelings of betrayal, no one can be trusted)
Loss of sense of security (shiqu anquan gan) (feeling scared of the future)
Loss of common sense of value (shiqu jiben jiazhi gan) (feeling the social value built in Mao’s era 
has been destroyed)
Feeling of physical pain 
(Chinese laid-off workers use 
somatic symptoms to express 
their depressed and distressful 
feelings) 
 Pain in the heart (xin fan)
Pain in the head (tou tong)
Pain in the chest (xong men)
Stomach ache (wei tong)
Back pain (bei tong)
Fatalistic feelings  Hopelessness (mei xiwang) (feeling pessimistic)
Bad luck (dao mei) (feeling there is no fairness in the world)
Helplessness (wu zhu) (feeling no one is able to or willing to help)
Suicidal ideation (zisha yinian) (feeling death might be able to end the adversity)
Feeling of acceptance (ending by 
making face)
 Acceptance of the harsh reality brought about by layoff, such as financial difficulties, health 
problems, psychological problems
Acceptance of the responsibility to the family, such as responsibility to parents, responsibility to 
children
Making face, zheng lian (or mianzi)
Restoration of self-esteem, self-confidence, and morale
Restoration of sense of identity
Restoration of happiness and restoration of interest in life
Restoration of health
Restoration of common sense of value
Restoration of trust
Restoration of sense of security
I tried various ways to look for jobs without any suc-
cess. I feel that nobody wants me. I guess other people 
might think I am lazy. However, the reality was that at 
my age, over forty, it’s very hard to get a job. Now I’ve 
lost interest in looking for jobs. The longer I am off work, 
the worse it gets, it eats into me. I become helpless in 
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the situation. I feel my life hopeless (mei xiwang). To be 
 honest, once I had the idea to commit suicide. (Zhang 
Hui, 50 years old, female, widow; p. 3, para. 1)
A theme to emerge for some, but not all, interviewees was 
acceptance and adaptation. After experiencing the harsh real-
ity of financial difficulty and health problems caused by lay-
off, nearly all of the interviewees expressed their bitterness. 
However, facing the responsibility for their families, in par-
ticular the responsibility for their children and parents, some 
of the interviewees stated that they had to accept the harsh 
reality. For example:
Facing the harsh reality of no income and having a fam-
ily to support, I needed to calm down to face this. Finally 
I found that the only way that I could make myself calm 
down was to persuade myself to accept my being laid off 
as my own fate. Indeed, my fate is not good. I was born 
in the time of China’s famine and my parents had not got 
enough food to feed me, so you can see that I am not very 
healthy which is partly due to lacking of nutritious food 
when I was a baby. When I came to my school age, China’s 
Cultural Revolution took place, I was sent to the country-
side to learn from peasants instead of studying at school, 
so I had not received much education. When I came to my 
middle-age, China’s economic reform started and I was 
laid off. Look, how miserable my life was! However, I had 
no other choice except finding my own way to make some 
money to support my family. I would like to make face for 
myself and my family among my friends and colleagues. 
(Li Ming, 48 years old, male, married; p. 1, para. 1) 
These themes were reported by the interviewees to occur in a 
staged fashion – that is, loss of face was their first psychologi-
cal response, followed by feelings of physical pain, followed 
by a sense of hopelessness. Some of the interviewees reported 
these stages being followed by a stage of acceptance and adap-
tation. On the basis of the themes, a final theoretical model was 
developed showing the cycle of psychological responses after 
workers have been laid off.
The theoretical model is used to better conceptualize the 
psychological processes experienced by Chinese laid-off 
workers (Fig. 1). As illustrated in Fig. 1, we discovered and 
defined four psychological processes experienced by Chinese 
laid-off workers. Firstly, the laid-off workers experienced the 
psychological process of feeling of loss dominated by the psy-
chological feeling of loss of face, which was accompanied by a 
series of feelings of loss, including loss of self-esteem, loss of 
identity, loss of pleasure, loss of health, loss of patience, loss of 
trust, loss of security, and loss of value. The second psychologi-
cal process they underwent was feeling of physical pain, which 
has been somatized by the laid-off workers as pain in the heart, 
pain in the head, stomach ache, and back pain. The third pro-
cess they endured was fatalism, which was specified by them 
as hopelessness, suicidal ideation, bad luck, and helplessness. 
Finally, they (or some at least of them) went through the pro-
cess of acceptance and adaptation, dominated by the psycho-
logical feeling of making face, which includes restoration of 
self-esteem, restoration of identity, restoration of pleasure, res-
toration of health, restoration of trust, and restoration of value.
Discussion
The aim of this work was to explore the psychological processes 
Chinese laid-off workers experienced during China’s contem-
porary economic reform. Twenty-six laid-off workers pro-
vided data, from which four underlying themes were extracted, 
describing the psychological experiences of laid-off workers: 
loss of face (feeling of loss); physical pain; hopelessness; and 
acceptance and adaption (making face). These themes were 
reported by the interviewees to occur in a staged fashion – that 
is, loss of face was their first psychological response, followed 
by feelings of physical pain, followed by a sense of hopeless-
ness and fatalism. Some of the interviewees reported that these 
stages were followed by a stage of acceptance and adaptation, 
which is the stage in which they made face that they had lost 
before. Analysis of the qualitative data suggests that most of the 
interviewees experienced the psychological process from their 
initial stage of loss of face to the final stage of making face. 
This finding is strikingly different from the process or stage 
theories developed by Western researchers.
The most distinctive theme that emerged was interviewees’ 
strong feelings of loss of face, which were accompanied by a 
series of feelings of loss, including loss of self-esteem, loss of 
identity, loss of pleasure, loss of health, loss of patience, loss of 
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trust, loss of security, and loss of value. Until now no literature 
in the West has identified loss of face as one of the dominant 
psychological experiences of unemployed workers. Even though 
a few Chinese researchers [11] mentioned that loss of face was 
one of the feelings Chinese laid-off workers initially experi-
enced after being laid off, none of them elaborated the reasons 
underlying this experience. We believe that the main reason 
for Chinese laid-off workers experiencing loss of face is due to 
the social and culture context in which they are embedded. In 
the Chinese social and culture context, ‘face’ is an individual’s 
public image obtained through self-evaluation in a given social 
situation [31]. It is a reflection of an individual’s struggle for 
self-definition and positioning relative to others in society. It is 
an integral part of the daily activity and official functions of 
the Chinese people [37]. Chinese workers were regarded as the 
‘masters of socialist China,’ the leading class of China in Mao’s 
era, and they enjoyed a very high social status. However, being 
laid off during China’s contemporary economic reform, they 
dropped from the top class to the bottom of China’s new social 
class [1]. They have a very strong feeling of loss which is domi-
nated by the feeling of loss of face, their public image.
A poignant theme that emerged was interviewees’ feelings 
of physical pain, which was somatized by the laid-off workers 
as pain in the heart, pain in the head, stomach ache, and back 
pain. None of them claimed that they experienced psychologi-
cal disorders due to their being laid off. This is because people 






Pain in the back
Pain in the stomach
Pain in the chest































Fig. 1. The psychological processes of Chinese laid-off workers.
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who have a mental disorder and mental illness are stigmatized 
in China. Chong et al. [44] noted that among Chinese, 38% of 
respondents believed that people with mental problems were 
dangerous and 50% of respondents felt that the public should 
be protected from them. Lee et al. [45] cautioned that stigma 
associated with the mentally ill comes not only from society, 
but also from their family members, partners, and friends. In 
China, a clear reason for stigma to be more strongly attached 
to the mentally ill relates to the obvious breakdown in the 
patients’ ability to live up to society’s standards and imposed 
responsibilities. Thus, nearly all the interviewees reported 
somatic symptoms instead of psychological symptoms, as 
these are seen as more acceptable within this culture.
The third theme that emerged was interviewees’ fatalism 
about their layoff and future, which was characterized by feel-
ings of hopeless, bad luck, helplessness, and even occasion-
ally suicidal ideas. This theme was closely connected with the 
Chinese concept of Tian Ming (‘The Mandate of Heaven’). The 
Chinese are the greatest fatalists in the world. Their fatalism 
is a direct development from the ancient theocratic concept of 
Tian Ming, which was applied to almost any political and social 
situation [46]. Heaven was regarded as the power to enlighten 
and rule the lower world, it was responsible for the rise and fall 
of the rulers and the contentment and discontentment of the peo-
ple. Thus, fatalism is one of the characteristic traits of Chinese 
people [46]. In such a time of difficulty as layoff, the workers 
themselves could not control their own destiny, and it was very 
easy for them to be trapped in their own world of fatalism.
The fourth theme was (some) interviewees’ acceptance of 
the harsh reality and their own efforts to make face to restore 
their own attributes and public social image lost before. This 
theme was rooted in Eastern philosophical teaching and cul-
tural beliefs emphasizing the importance of managing stress 
and emotional distress by changing one’s inner thoughts and 
desires instead of making overt changes in the environment. 
Confucianism and Taoism doctrines similarly advocate cop-
ing with adversity through changing one’s mental or goal 
structure [47]. A sense of control does not come from master-
ing the environment, but should derive from insights gained 
through pondering about why and how environmental changes 
emerge. These philosophical teachings do not simply instruct 
individuals to ignore or avoid their problems, but also strongly 
emphasize they should face and reduce their psychological 
stress by means of attitudinal change and personal transforma-
tion [47]. They lead individuals to appreciate the meaningful 
aspects and consequences brought about by negative encoun-
ters, believing negative occurrences can foster personal growth 
and hardiness, and strengthen their will, resilience, and inad-
equacies. Hence, both acceptance and endurance of suffering 
are deemed appropriate responses for the Chinese. As the loss 
of face can be regarded as inappropriate behavior and against 
the Confucian doctrine of propriety in social relations, it is 
fundamentally important for laid-off workers to function in 
their family and society. Losing face not only results in a loss 
of one’s social standing but also brings embarrassment to one’s 
family, and thus losing face is a highly undesirable interper-
sonal event for the Chinese. This indicates that Chinese laid-
off workers tend to have an overwhelming concern about their 
‘face’ and would make a great effort to make face for them-
selves and their families to meet others’ expectations in order 
to obtain social acceptance, maintain relational harmony, and 
avoid social sanctions. The implication of this study lies in 
that it recognizes the significance of ‘face’ to Chinese laid-off 
workers, which is also a barrier for them to seek psychological 
help. Such an understanding would allow mental health pro-
fessionals to design intervention and educational programs to 
reduce this barrier and encourage greater access to psycho-
logical assistance.
Limitations
Although we believe that the findings of this research are of 
great significance in regard to the relatively less developed and 
older industrial cities of China, it may be that they will not 
be generalizable to all regions of China. Whether they can be 
applied to other countries is yet another question. Even with 
regard to the older industrial cities of China, the findings war-
rant further and wider empirical research. The present study 
drew on only a small sample (26) among the vast population 
of Chinese laid-off workers (25.4 million). It could be that 
the sample, although carefully selected to be representative in 
the research, is not representative of large parts of that wider 
population. However, there is no reason to assume that this 
is so, and the findings are so remarkable that they should be 
systematically tested.
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This study is one of the first exploring the psychological pro-
cesses of laid-off workers in contemporary transitional China 
from a social and cultural context. Four themes that emerged 
from the grounded theory investigations are the psychologi-
cal processes experienced by Chinese laid-off workers after 
their being laid off. These themes can be seen to be a psycho-
logical cycle within a wider theoretical framework with a loss 
of face as laid-off workers’ initial psychological experience 
and making face as their final experience while going through 
the intermediate experiences of feeling pain and being fatal-
istic. On the basis of these findings, a series of hypotheses 
were derived that may form the basis of subsequent research: 
(1) the psychological experience of laid-off workers (or 
unemployed workers) is likely to have varied manifesta-
tions in different cultural contexts; (2) the psychological pro-
cesses of Chinese laid-off workers (or unemployed workers) 
might be different from those of laid-off workers in Western 
countries; and (3) a therapeutic intervention to cater for the 
needs of laid-off workers derived from the four themes might 
be effective. Consequently, the present study suggests that 
researchers may further examine the psychological experi-
ence of laid-off workers within the theoretical model devel-
oped in this article, and that empirical research is required to 
systematically test the applicability of the theoretical model 
in different settings.
Conflict of interest
The authors declare no conflict of interest.
Funding
This research received no specific grant from any funding 
agency in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.
References
1. Urio P. Reconciling state, market and society in China: the long 
march toward prosperity. Abingdon: Routledge; 2010.
2. Lu X. On the changes and developments of the social struc-
ture of China. Journal of Yunnan Nationalities University 
2006;23(5):28–35.
3. Ministry of Labor and Social Security. Three-year-ten-mil-
lion reemployment retraining program. Chinese Ministry of 
Labour and Social Security, Government document no. 36, 
1998. [in Chinese].
4. Wang B, Greenwood KM. Psychological responses to lay-off in 
contemporary China. Int J Hum Resour Man 2014;26(3):361–80.
5. Lei S. Xiagang, the problem crossing the century. Beijing: Cen-
tral National University Press; 1998. [in Chinese].
6. Hu A, Chen Y, Yang R. Enlarging employment and challeng-
ing unemployment – evaluation on China’s employment polices 
1949–2001. Beijing: Chinese Labor and Social Security Publish-
ing House; 2002. [in Chinese].
7. Ministry of Labor and Social Security. Blue book of the Chinese 
Employment: China employment report year 2002 – the employ-
ment problem in economic reform and restructuring. Beijing: 
China Labor and Social Security Publishing House; 2003. [in 
Chinese].
8. Zhang Z. The landmine of reform. Zuhai: Zhuhai Publishing 
House; 1998. [in Chinese].
9. Chen Z, Ran Y, Zhou S. Who offers us job. Beijing: China Soci-
ety Publishing House (Zhongguo Shehui chubanshe faxing); 
1999. [in Chinese].
10. Li H, Zhang Y. Study on the psychological adjustment problems 
of the laid-off workers. Journal of Yunnan Normal University 
1999;1:59–63. [in Chinese].
11. Wu J. Psychological adjustment of the laid-off workers. The Psy-
chological Space 2012. [accessed 2013 Sep 10]. Available from: 
http://blog.sina.com.cn/xlsk. [in Chinese].
12. Seligman MEP, Maier SF. Failure to escape traumatic shock. 
J Exp Psychol 1967;74(1):1–9.
13. Seligman MEP. Helplessness: on depression, development and 
death. San Francisco: WH Freeman; 1975.
14. Liem R, Liem JH. Psychological effects of unemployment on 
workers and families. J Soc Issues 1988;44(4):87–105.
15. Goldsmith AH, Darity W, Veum JR. Unemployment, jobless, 
psychological well-being, and self-esteem: theory and practice. 
Journal of Socio-Economics 1997;26(2):133–58.
16. Eisenberg P, Lazarsfeld P. The psychological effects of unem-
ployment. The Psychol Bull 1938;35(6):358–90.
17. Selye H. The general adaption syndrome and the diseases of 
adaption. J Clin Endocrinol Metab 1946;17(6):117–230.
18. Fink LS. Crisis and motivation: a theoretical model. Arch Phys 
Med Rehab 1967;48(11):592–7.
19. Jahoda M. The psychological meanings of unemployment. New 
Society 1979;6:492–5.
20. Hayes J, Nutman P. Understanding the unemployed. London: 
Tavistock; 1981.
‘Face’ and psychological processes of laid-off workers in transitional China










21. Benton JL. Personal and occupational mobility characteristics of 
selected dislocated newspaper workers, PhD thesis, Louisiana 
State University, 1994.
22. Fryer D. Stages in the psychological response to unemployment: 
an integrative review. Curr Psychol 1985;4(3):257–73.
23. Binns D, Mars G. Family, community and unemployment: a 
study in change. Sociol Rev 1984;32(4):662–95.
24. Guo Z. Laid-off workers’ self-adjustment of their mentality. 
Public Psychology 2005;10:44. [in Chinese].
25. Xu H, Xiao S, Chen J. Study on laid-off workers’ suicide idea-
tion and its dangerous factors. Journal of Chinese Psychology 
and Mental Hygiene 2002;16(2):96–8. [in Chinese].
26. Mok KH, Wong L, Lee GOM. The challenges of global capital-
ism: unemployment and state workers reactions and responses in 
post-reform China. Int J Hum Resour Man 2002;13(3):399–415.
27. China Labor Consulting Network Getting rid of the psychologi-
cal obstacles is a must for laid-off workers. China Labor Con-
sulting Network, 2012. [accessed 2013 Sep 17]. Available from: 
www.51labour.com/labour-law/show-4522.html.
28. Ho DYF. On the concept of face. Am J Sociol 1976;81(4):867–84.
29. Gao G. An initial analysis of the effects of face and concern for 
others in Chinese interpersonal communication. Int J Intercult 
Rel 1998;22(4):467–82.
30. Wilhelm R. Die Seele Chinas. Berlin: Reimar Hobbing; 1926. 
[in German].
31. Brown, P, Levinson SC. Politeness: Some universals in language 
usage. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 1987.
32. Earley PC. Face, harmony, and social structure: an analysis of 
organisational behaviour across cultures. New York: Oxford 
 University Press; 1997.
33. Earley PC. Understanding social motivation from an inter-
personal perspective: organisational face theory. In: Erez M, 
 Kleinbeck U, Thierry H, editors. Work motivation in the context 
of a global economy. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates; 2001. pp. 
369–79.
34. Hu HC. The Chinese concept of ‘face’. Am Anthrop1944;46:45–64.
35. Ng AK. Why Asians are less creative than Westerners. Singa-
pore: Prentice-Hall; 2001.
36. Hwang K. Moral face and social face: contingent self-esteem in 
Confucian society. Int J Psychol 2006;41(4):276–81.
37. Lee SH. Face work in Chinese cross-cultural adaption. Disser-
tation Abstracts International Section A: Humanities and Social 
Sciences 1998;59:539.
38. Glaser BG, Strauss AL. The discovery of grounded theory: strat-
egies for qualitative analysis. New York: Aldine; 1967.
39. Charmaz K. Constructing grounded theory: a practical guide 
through qualitative analysis. London: Sage Publications; 2006.
40. Walker D, Myrick F. Grounded theory: an exploration of process 
and procedure. Qual Health Res 2006;16(4):547–59.
41. Willig C. Introducing qualitative research in psychology: adven-
tures in theory and method. New York: Open University Press; 
2008.
42. City Bureau of Labor and Social Security. Report on employ-
ment. City Bureau of Labor and Social Security, 2002.
43. Kvale S. Interviews: an introduction to qualitative research inter-
viewing. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage; 1996.
44. Chong SA, Verma S, Gaomgamkar JA, Chan Y, Wong LY, 
Heng BH. Perception of the public towards the mentally ill in 
developed Asian country. Soc Psych Psych Epid 2007;42(9):734–9.
45. Lee S, Lee M, Chiu M, Kleinman A. Experience of social stigma 
by people with schizophrenia in Hong Kong. Br J Psychiatry 
2005;186(1);153–7.
46. Cheng C. Characteristic traits of the Chinese people. Soc Forces 
1946;25(2):146–55.
47. Cheng C, Lo BCY, Chio JHM. The Tao (way) of Chinese coping. 
In: Bond MH, editor. The Oxford handbook of Chinese psychol-
ogy. Oxford University Press; 2010.
Suggested Reading
Archer J, Rhodes V. Bereavement and reactions to job loss: a com-
parative review. Br J Soc Psychol 1987;26(Pt 3):211–24.
Bakke E. The unemployed man. New York, NY: Dutton; 1934.
Becker GS Human capital: a theoretical and empirical analysis. 
 Chicago: University of Chicago Press; 1964.
Caplan RD, Vinokur AD, Price RH. From job loss to reemployment: 
field experiments in prevention-focused coping. In: Albee GW, 
Gullotta TP, editors. Primary prevention works: issues in children’s 
and families lives. Thousand Oak, CA: Sage; 1997. pp. 341–79.
Darity W, Goldsmith AH. Unemployment, social psychology, and 
unemployment hysteresis. J Post Keynesian Ec 1993;16:1.
Ezzy D. Job loss, narrative-identity and the meaning of working, PhD 
thesis, La Trobe University, 1996.
Fang C, Wang MY. How fast and how far can China’s GDP grow? 
China World Econ 2002;5:9–15.
Fryer D. Employment deprivation and personal agency during 
unemployment: a critical discussion of Jahoda’s explanation 
of the psychological effects of unemployment. Soc Behav 
1986;1:3–23.
Fryer D, Payne R. Proactive behaviour in unemployment: findings and 
implications. Leisure Studies 1984;3(3):273–95.
Wang and Greenwood










Fryer D, Payne R. Being unemployed: a review of the literature on 
the psychological experience of unemployment. International 
Review of Industrial and Organization Psychology 1986.
Goldsmith AH, Darity W, Veum JR. Race, cognitive skills, psycholog-
ical capital and wages. Rev Black Polit Econ 1998;26(2):13–22.
Jahoda M. Work, employment and unemployment. Am Psychol 
1981;36(2):184–91.
Judge T, Locke E, Durham C. The dispositional causes of job dis-
satisfaction: a core evaluation approach. Res Organ Behav 
1997;19:151–88.
Kasl SV. Strategies of research on economic instability and health. 
Psychol Med 1982;12(3):637–49.
Kevin P, Jarret J. Unemployment, its social psychology effects. 
 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; 1985.
Lee PWH, Lieh-Mak F, Fung ASM, Wong MC, Lam J. Hong Kong. In: 
Hopper K, Harrison G, Janca A, Sartorius N, editors.  Recovery 
from schizophrenia: an international perspective. Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press; 2007. pp. 255–65.
Overholt WH. The rise of China: how economic reform is creating a 
new superpower. New York: W. W. Norton & Company; 1994.
Price RH, Fang L. Unemployed Chinese workers: the survivors, the 
worried young and the discouraged old. Int J Hum Resour Man 
2002;13(3):416–30.
Rudd K. The West isn’t ready for the rise of China. New Statesman. 
2012;141:44.
Schultz TW. Investment in human capital. Am Econ Rev 1961;1(2): 
1–17.
Wang B, Vongalis A. Entrepreneurial training project in China: 
retraining laid-off workers. International Education Journal 
2012;11(1):82–95.
Wood S, Wood E. The world of psychology. USA: Allyn and Bacon; 
1996.
Related Information
This article provides suggestions for researchers examining the psychological experience of laid-off workers. As societies 
rapidly develop, there is increasing pressure on people of different ages playing different roles, and psychological problems 
are appearing in all corners of society. Given this situation, more effective measures for preventing and treating psychological 
issues should be studied and developed.
You can access the following articles published in Family Medicine and Community Health as your study related references.
•	 Evaluating the process of mental health and primary care integration: The Vermont Integration Profile
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/cscript/fmch/2015/00000003/00000001/art00010
•	 The ‘physical-mental’ treatment of cardiovascular disease co-morbid with mental disorders
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/cscript/fmch/2013/00000001/00000004/art00007
•	 Interrelation among alexithymia and negative psychology of nursing personnel and their coping style
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/cscript/fmch/2014/00000002/00000002/art00001
•	 Depression and race affect hospitalization costs of heart failure patients
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/cscript/fmch/2015/00000003/00000002/art00006
•	 Case studies in mental health in general practice: depression and malignancy
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/cscript/fmch/2013/00000001/00000003/art00010
•	 Preparation of a questionnaire for disease knowledge-attitude-practice awareness of patients with remitted schizophrenia 
based on a structural equation model
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/cscript/fmch/2014/00000002/00000003/art00006
•	 Effects of psycho-scene-drama on empathic ability of patients with chronic schizophrenia
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/cscript/fmch/2014/00000002/00000004/art00008
•	 A population-based approach to the management of depression in a patient-centered medical home
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/cscript/fmch/2015/00000003/00000001/art00008
